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Indiana Department of Environmental Management

@ What is mercury?

Q Mercury isaversatile, volatileand variable lement. Itisaheavy metal. And it canbegas, liquid or
solid. Mercury isfoundinrocks, soil, air and living organisms. Propertiesof mercury includehigh
conductivity and liquidity at room temperature. These propertiesmake mercury auseful component
indectrica switches, including thermostats. Mercury isalso used in dental amalgams, thermometers,
lighting, eectrica equipment, laboratoria chemicasand pharmaceuticals.

(Q) Why be concerned?

(A Although mercury can be useful in many applications, it can a so harm the environment. Bacteriaand
other processesinlakesand riversconvert mercury into methylmercury, which fish acquirefromthe
water and food they eat. Methylmercury buildsup infishtissueand are carried up thefood chainto
humans. Mercury contamination can affect the human centra nervoussystem, kidneysandliver.
Fetusesand children arethe most sensitiveto mercury toxicity.

Mercury becomesairbornewhen coa isburned for fuel or when mercury-containing wastesare
incinerated. Fossi| fuel (coal) combustionisthe primary source of mercury inIndiana. However,
without thisfuel, many of Indiana svital manufacturing industriesand power plantswould not beable
to operate. ThelndianaDepartment of Environmental Management and U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency arecurrently working together tofind pollution prevention opportunitiesfor foss| fuel
combustion.

Meanwhile, IDEM isreaching out toindustrieswhere mercury subgtitutionsare proven effectiveand
eadly attainable. Theagency sent lettersand madevisitsto dental and medical offices, hospitalsand
manufacturersthat usemercury intheir processes, and to heating, ventilation, air conditioning, and
refrigeration businesses. Through the Mercury Thermostat Reduction and Recycling Pledge
Program, IDEM isnow working with the HVAC-R industry to address common uses of mercury-
containing products.

Dueto mercury contamination, the State Department of Health, IndianaDepartment of Natural
Resourcesand IDEM issued afish consumption advisory for partsof Indianain 2001. Theadvisory
isbased on thelatest scientific methodsfor determining health risk, and providesguideineson how
oftenfishfrom certain lakesand riverscan be safely eaten.
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What if you work with items that contain mercury?

If youwork with mercury-containingitems, IDEM suggestsreducing the use of these productsand
recycling old mercury-containingitems. Environmenta concernshaveawaysexisted regardingthe
use of mercury, but therewere not many aternativesuntil recently. Thefollowing tablelistsaterna
tivesto mercury-containing productsaswell asrecycling opportunities.

Common Uses of Mercury and Alternatives

C MERCURY-CONTAINING PRODUCTS @ POLLUTION PREVENTION AND RECYCLING OPPORTUNITIES >

C )

Mercury Thermostats

C Mercury Thermometers )

( Dental Amalgam Filling* >

< Mercury-Containing Switches>

(such as motion-sensors)

Batteries**

@ Replace with electronic thermostats

@ Recycle old thermostats

@ Replace with digital thermometers or
alcohol (red bulb) thermometers

@ Recycle old thermometers
Q Ask your dentist for a substitute

@ Replace with mechanical or
electric switches

@ Recycle old switches

@ Replace with mercury-free batteries

@ Recycle old batteries

** Most batteries are now mercury-free, but sometypesof batteriesstill contain mercury.

CThe primary concern isthe disposal of mercury and not the exposure resulting from amalgam.

IDEM Mercury Contacts

Mercury Awareness Program (MAP),
Household Hazardous Waste
Steven Boggs

IDEM Office of Pollution Prevention and Technical Assistance

Phone: 317/233-6660
E-mail: sboggs@dem.state.in.us

Spills, Thermometer Exchanges, Hospitals
Marc Hancock

IDEM Office of Pollution Prevention and Technical Assistance

Phone: 317/233-6663
E-mail: mhancock@dem.state.in.us

General Mercury Questions

Paula Smith

IDEM Office of Planning and Assessment
Phone: 317/233-1210

E-mail: psmith@dem.state.in.us
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g Thermostat Program / HVAC-R Contractors /
Reduction/Recycling Pledge Program

Cheri Storms

IDEM Office of Planning and Assessment

Phone: 317/233-5553

E-mail: cstorms@dem.state.in.us
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